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cumstances, both Rome and Carthage could reckon on their
support. Carthage had better cavalry than Rome and more of
it, and her infantry was armed as efficiently. She had also
a large body of excellently trained mercenaries, who had
passed through the severe school of Hellenistic warfare, and
a considerable number of armed elephants—a recent addition
to the fighting power of Hellenistic armies. Indeed, in every
branch of tactics studied by the Hellenistic generals, and
especially in engineering, the Carthaginians were even superior
to the Romans. Lastly, they had a powerful fleet and great
wealth. Nevertheless, when it came to fighting on land, the
Romans had considerable advantages. For at this time the
citizens of Carthage hardly ever served in the ranks, and their
places were filled by mercenaries and allies who were liable
to fail at the critical moment; whereas the Roman army
contained no mercenaries and consisted entirely of citizens
and allies; and some of the latter, for instance, the Latins,
were no less to be trusted than Roman citizens themselves.
This equality of strength made it impossible to foresee
which antagonist would prove victorious. The contest was
bound to begin in Sicily, and the attitude of the Sicilian
Greeks was of great importance. It so happened that just
at this time they had found once again an able and prudent
leader in Hiero II, tyrant of Syracuse, who had seized control
of the city in 269 B. c. He had then, following the example
of Agathocles and Pyrrhus, declared himself king of Sicily
and had subdued several of the neighbouring cities.
The war began in 264 b. c. and, as always happens in
similar cases, on a comparatively trifling pretext. The
Samnites, who had taken Messana in 289 B. c. and now called
themselves Mamertini, lived by plundering the Greek cities
in their neighbourhood. When Hiero, wishing to stop their
depredations, laid siege to Messana, a section of the inhabi-
tants appealed to Carthage for help. This opportunity of
occupying the city was welcomed, and a Carthaginian garrison
was sent: it was important for Carthage to establish herself
on the Straits of Messina in close proximity to her ancient
enemy, Syracuse. But a majority of the Mamertines sought
aid from Rome. The Romans understood that to help the
Mamertines meant war with Carthage. But on the other
hand, if Carthage controlled the Straits, the vital interests
of Rome were affected: not only would her shipping be

